much out of favour at present, and has been these twenty years. I suppose this disfavour springs from his identification with the spirit of Empire, with the Raj, with the Great White Sahib, with an aggressive patriotism; from his comments about 'heathens' and 'lesser breeds without the law' and 'cleansing our East with steel'. Yet he was an extraordinary writer: the command of language is enormous, his rhythms are supple and vigorous and it truly is amazing that he could pull out of a mere eighteen months' stay in India such a huge range of insights, such a rich vein of material, that he could work on them for the rest of his life.
Perhaps he can better be appreciated if he is looked at not as a poet but as an historian who happened to write in verse. As an historian there is little doubt that he did capture the feeling of living at the heart of an Empire the flavour of those heady, cruel, exhilarating, arrogant days before 1914; and though he wrote for the most part about commanding sorts of sahibs behaving impeccably in distant outposts, he did also make important contributions in terms of representing the working class or 'the rank and file', who had hardly been repesented at all until his day.
In short, the Empire, at its rather unnerving peak, produced its chronicler. Now the Empire has vanished, and Rudyard Kipling with it. Are we not witnessing, however, the birth and rapid growth of a new Empire the Empire of the Social Services? Ought we not to be looking for a new Kipling to record these heady and arrogant days?
Shyly, and with the utmost diffidence, I offer myself. I will set out to step in the footprints Kipling left.
Rudyard began as a sort of hack-writer on an Indian newspaper and soon started churning out little rhyming anecdotes which were later collected as 'Departmental Ditties'. They were full of sly jokes and native lingo. In Let's ha' done with the paperwork, dear lass, With Review Reports we're through: It's time to pull out on the old trail, our own trail, the out-trail, Pull out, pull out on the Long Trailthe trail that is always new!
